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The Unfortunate Traveller and the Ramist
Controversy: A Narrative Dilemma
Kurtis B. Haas
Mesa State College

T

HE NARRATIVE AND RHETORICAL structure of Thomas Nashe’s The

Unfortunate Traveller has vexed its critics almost since its initial
appearance in 1593. Most modern critics have followed a line
something akin to that of G.R. Hibbard, who sees Nashe as a writer
unable at times to distinguish his own voice from that of the narrator, Jack
Wilton.1 Stephen Hilliard’s study of Nashe notes the critical tendency to
see The Unfortunate Traveller as “a formless work, spun out by a careless
author with no fixed purpose” and, though he chides such critics for
ignoring its many virtues, grants that they likely “reflect a truth” about its
composition.2 Even ardent admirers of the work, such as Nashe biographer Charles Nicholl, say it presents “a sense of life as a series of episodic
fragments.”3
Such criticism is difficult to rebut because Jack Wilton, the beleaguered narrator of The Unfortunate Traveller, is without doubt a voice in
search of a proper rhetorical mode. He careens from the discourse of the
confidence man, to that of the aristocrat, to that of the poet, to the
preacher, and, in the end—though only briefly—to that of the penitent
sinner. The end result is a character who seems oddly out of joint with his
own narrative. At one moment we see him gleefully recounting his various
bawdy and at times malicious exploits, while at others we see him soberly
sermonizing against Anabaptist and Papal excesses. A reader scarcely
knows how, or even whether, to try and reconcile the two voices. Perhaps
Hibbard is correct: the gleefully mischievous persona is the fictive Jack
Wilton and the didactic one is Nashe, who clumsily co-opts his narrator
occasionally.
However, a more useful approach to Nashe’s difficult narrativity may
be found in exploring the extraordinary degree to which the text is self1G.R. Hibbard, Thomas Nashe: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1962), 154–55.
2Stephen Hilliard, The Singularity of Thomas Nashe (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1986), 122.
3Charles Nicholl, A Cup of News: The Life of Thomas Nashe (Boston: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1984), 157.
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consciously rhetorical. Despite the pamphleteer’s frequent praise of the
“extemporal”, Philip Schwyzer has usefully pointed out the impossibility—given his rate of production—that Nashe simply cranked out whatever came to his mind at a given moment without any recourse to
ornamentation and revision.4 In fact, his work engages persistently and
intelligently with issues of artistry and rhetorical strategy, as Jonathan
Crewe’s book on the subject makes clear:
Rhetoric’s simply being there and exerting a continuous force is
enough to induce, if not a conviction of its primacy, then at least
a profound irresolution about the nature of “reality”.… Without
committing himself unequivocally to performance as an absolute
value or to the systematic promulgation of an antiworld, the
ongoing possibilities of “rhetoric” are extensively explored in his
work.5
Crewe’s reading, in fact, suggests that those possibilities constitute the
“subject” of The Unfortunate Traveller, that in some sense its narrative
level exists simply as a foil to its rhetoric, especially at the tale’s end, as the
brutality of the latter operates in tension with the happy ending denoted
by the former.
Crewe’s reading is essential in its identification of rhetoric’s centrality
to Jack Wilton’s adventures. However, an assertion of rhetoric’s primacy
in the tale is incomplete without careful attention to the conflicting intellectual notions of rhetoric operative in Elizabethan culture. I would argue
that Nashe explores such rhetorical problems in terms of one of the most
acrid academic debates of the Renaissance, the battle between the proponents of Peter Ramus—who sought with considerable arrogance and ability to critique classical notions of rhetoric and dialectic—and the more
conservative thinkers who remained champions of Aristotle, Cicero, and
Quintilian. Nashe himself weighed in on this controversy more than once
in his pamphlets. In his Anatomie of Absurditie he praises the students
who “wisely prefer renowned antiquitie before newe found toyes, one line
of Alexanders Maister [Aristotle], before the large inuective Scolia of the
Parisian Kings professor [Ramus]”6 and warns against a student coming
to understand logic “by the rayling of Ramus” so that he “estimats Artes
by the insolence of Idiots.”7 Furthermore, he uses the issue as another
means of castigating the rival Harveys, of whom Gabriel at least was an
4 Philip Schwyzer, “Summer Fruit and Autumn Leaves: Thomas Nashe in 1593,”
English Literary Renaissance 24 (1994): 586.
5Jonathan Crewe, Unredeemed Rhetoric: Thomas Nashe and the Scandal of Authorship
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 23.
6Thomas Nashe, The Anatomie of Absurditie, in The Complete Works of Thomas Nashe
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1958), 1:43.
7Ibid., 1:45.
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ardent Ramist.8 While Hibbard seems to question whether Nashe had a
deep sense of the issues involved in the debate, he notes that Nashe always
favored the “conservative and traditionalist” positions in such matters.9
No reason exists, however, to believe he did not grasp at least the general issues of the debate and I believe we can see the consequences of the
dialogue between the two positions in the elements of narrative chaos of
The Unfortunate Traveller. This essay will examine those elements, concluding that Jack Wilton is trying to become a speaker at an historical
moment when the cultural and intellectual forces around him have confused the very notion of what it means to speak and write. The lines of
classification of Renaissance rhetoric and poetic—drawn by classical
authors, modified in the middle ages, then radically redrawn by Ramistic
doctrine—have profound consequences to the self-conscious narrator type
of Jack Wilton. As he speaks to us and to the other players of his story, he
grants us an insight into the persistent mediation required in the Renaissance between speaker, style, and content. The apparent rhetorical hodgepodge of the text is a mirror of the conflicting currents of thinking—particularly those suggested by the Ramist controversy—concerning the
rhetor and his role in the Renaissance.
The fundamental instabilities in sixteenth and seventeenth century
rhetorical theory occur in assessing the proper relationship between content, style, and speaker. The classical and medieval tradition considers all
three of these elements to be interlocking and essential to the art of rhetoric. Plato’s critique of rhetoric in the Gorgias sets the stage for this linkage by attacking the Sophists for their lack of concern about content, for
arguing the lesser case. Quintilian continues in this tradition by defining
rhetoric as “the good man speaking well,” a definition which demands a
virtuous speaker, speaking eloquently, about matters which will ultimately
cultivate better behavior in listeners; anything else is not properly rhetoric.10 Similarly, when we take Cicero’s work on rhetoric as a whole we first
find in De Inventione that eloquence and wisdom are both necessary ingredients to successful rhetoric.11 De Oratore makes clear in several places
that to produce both ingredients requires an ideal orator who, if not virtuous, is at least possessed of a nearly universal education.

8See Wilbur Samuel Howell, Logic and Rhetoric in England, 1500–1700 (New York:
Princeton University Press, 1956) for a detailed account of Ramism in England. 196–99
detail the exchanges between Gabriel Harvey and Nashe on the topic.
9Hibbard, Thomas Nashe, 6.
10Quintilian, On the Early Education of the Citizen-Orator: Institutio Oratoria, Book I
and Book II, Chapters One Through Ten by Quintilian, trans. by John Selby Watson (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965).
11Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Inventione, trans. by H.M. Hubbell, The Loeb Classical
Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1949), 21.
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Medieval rhetoric, while clearly underappreciated by modern scholars
in its contributions to rhetorical theory, does not radically change this
notion, but it does plant the seeds of its demise. Augustine’s basic premise,
set forth in his De Doctrina Christiana is that ornament can be found even
in the Bible and eloquence, so long as it is used to support his notion of
charitas, has a place in the discourse of Christian peoples.12 The subsequent divisions of Ciceronian principles into the artes poetria, dictaminis,
and praedicandi of the Middle Ages exist circumscribed in this assumption. D.W. Robertson Jr. demonstrates, for instance, that medieval poetics
tends to believe in the notion that rhetorical ornament is used to protect
and enhance a core of divine meaning.13 However, the seeds of a split
between speaker, style, and content are sown here; words have begun to
be seen as “clothing” for divine ideals, with the emphasis being placed on
whatever divine truths can be found lurking beneath.
This very abbreviated context is necessary to emphasize the way
Ramus and his Renaissance followers destabilized thinking about the
nature of producing a text and, particularly in Jack Wilton’s case, the
nature of being a producer of texts. The first point of Ramistic philosophy
relevant to our discussion critiques Quintilian’s assertion that a rhetorician
must be a good man. This, Ramus argues, makes no sense because “a definition of any artist which covers more than is included in the rules of his
art is superfluous and defective.”14 The position is argued in Ramus’s
trademark heated and dismissive manner, but boils down to this: a person
without virtue can obviously be a skilled user of language and thus, the
Quintilian definition is useless. This would certainly seem to echo our
twenty-first-century sense of rhetoric as well; no one today would argue,
for instance, that Bill Clinton’s sexual behavior diminishes his capacity as a
rhetor except insofar as it affects his ability to create a publicly viable ethos.
Ramus not only severs the link between speaker and rhetorical practice, but also removes the generation of content from the art of rhetoric.
In short, he makes invention and arrangement the province of dialectic
and memory, style, and delivery the province of rhetoric. The most important English Ramistic logic and rhetoric of the sixteenth century, an adaptation of his Dialectica by Dudley Fenner, demonstrates the importance of
this separation.15 Following Ramus, Fenner divides his discussion of logi12See especially the discussion of Paul’s eloquence scattered through most of Book 4.
For this article, the edition referenced was Saint Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans.
D.W. Robertson Jr. (New York: Macmillan, 1958).
13D.W. Robertson Jr., “Some Medieval Literary Terminology with Special Reference to
Chretien de Troyes,” Studies in Philology 48 (1951): 669–92.
14Peter Ramus, Arguments in Rhetoric Against Quintilian, trans. Carole Newlands
(Dekalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 1986), 84.
15See Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, 219–22 for an account of the prominence of Fenner’s text.

The Unfortunate Traveller

29

cal categories into two parts: Invention and Judgment. Within this discussion of invention, he discusses the importance of form as follows:
The form is a cause by the which a thing is that which it is and so
different from all other things, as in the example of man before
mentioned. But the natural form of thinges, though they may be
conceived by reason, yet they cannot well be uttered by speech.
The artificiall forme of thinges is much more easie to be conceived in reason, and uttered in wordes.…16
For Fenner, form does not help to shape an idea, and words are a means
of clouding understanding rather than achieving it. Instead, reason is the
unclothed “pure” idea and logic is the means by which such ideas are
achieved.
In light of the classical stance toward rhetoric represented here by
Cicero in De Inventione—arguably the most admired work on eloquence
of the middle ages and beginnings of the early modern period—the shift
in emphasis is striking:
I have been led by reason itself to hold this opinion first and foremost, that wisdom without eloquence does too little for the good
of states, but that eloquence without wisdom is generally highly
disadvantageous and is never helpful.17
For Cicero, one’s reasons and one’s ability to express them are interlinking
parts of being a good citizen; the two work in concert rather than hindering one another. When Fenner, on the other hand, turns to rhetoric, he
has a subtle but profound distrust. After defining elocution as the “garnishing of speech,” he justifies it rather tentatively:
This changing of words was first found out by necessitie, for the
want of wordes, afterward confirmed by delight, because such
wordes are pleasant and gracious to the eare. Therefore this
chaunge of signification must be shamefast, and as it were maydenly, that it may seeme rather to be led by the hand to another
signification, than to be driven by force unto the same.18
The goal for Fenner is obviously to reduce the amount of violence which
ornament might do to an idea. Indeed, when he next discusses hyperbole
and catachresis (placing a word in an odd context to gain emphasis)—two
of the more revered rhetorical tropes of traditional rhetoric—he refers to
the latter as “the abuse of fine speech” and the former as “the excesse of
16Dudley

Fenner, The Artes of Logike and Rhetorike, (Middelburg: R. Schilders, 1584),

1.2.
17Ibid.,
18Ibid.,

1.1.
2.1.
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this finenesse.” While it would be misrepresenting Fenner (and Ramus) to
suggest that he treats all tropes with such suspicion—in fact, following
Augustine he finds some of them in the Bible—his zeal for rhetoric is
clearly lower than his zeal for logic. As Walter Ong notes, “To the Ramist,
Dryden’s admission that he was often helped to an idea by a rhyme was an
admission of weakness, if not outright intellectual perversion.”19 The
importance of this rigid division between logic and rhetoric possibly has
been overemphasized in discussions of Ramistic philosophy; Ramus still
believes that knowledge can be generated in and through language, but
that the proper home of such generation is in the art of dialectic. In a
sense, he has simply moved around the classifications.20
Tinkering with classifications does, however, have consequences for
the way we think about things. When coupled with his insistence that we
no longer consider the quality of the speaker in our consideration of oratory, Ramistic rhetorical doctrine requires an almost complete severance
between speaker (or writer), content, and style. In the sixteenth century,
this radical theory was being circulated alongside the more traditional
Ciceronian rhetorics of Roger Ascham, Thomas Wilson, and George
Puttenham, rhetorics which maintained the ancient Roman insistence on
invention as rhetorical practice and on the orator as a well-educated, virtuous figure. This swirl of contradictory thinking on the nature of discourse
runs through The Unfortunate Traveller consistently, manifesting itself
through Jack Wilton’s halting and difficult attempts to become a rhetor.
Jack’s first words on the art of persuasion indicate a strong sense of
himself as a persuader and also an ardent disregard of classical virtue in the
uses of his persuasive abilities. We learn very early that while the prince
must use command to get men to do his bidding, Jack is quite capable of
using his wits, as he says, to “make them spend al the mony they had for
my pleasure.”21 And in his long speech to the cider merchant we learn
how proud he is of the complete power he has over his listener; indeed the
man “was readie to haue striken his tapster”22 for interrupting Jack as he
explains the man’s (outrageously concocted) mortal danger.
The type of rhetoric employed by Wilton here obviously does not fit
into any sort of classification, at least not one recognized in “authorities,”
but it does demonstrate some sound rhetorical principles. He succeeds in
persuading the terrified vendor to give away large amounts of cider, prin19Walter J. Ong, Ramus: Method and the Decay of Dialogue (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1958), 289.
20For a useful summary, though in some ways a dismissive one, of Ramus’ intellectual
contributions see Pierre Alber Duhamel, “The Logic and Rhetoric of Ramus,” Modern Philology 46 (1949): 163–71.
21Thomas Nashe, The Unfortunate Traveller, in The Complete Works of Thomas Nashe,
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1958), 2:210.
22Ibid., 2:212.
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cipally through the device of narratio concerned with events, which
Cicero classifies into fabula, historia, and argumentum. What Wilton has
done is to construct a fabula and pass it off as a recent historia; that is to
say, he tells a big lie. However, the execution of the lie has some rhetorically admirable traits. Cicero admonishes that a fabula must be told with
brevity, clarity, and plausibility. While Jack probably slips a bit on brevity,
he tells the story with a clarity and plausibility that shocks the “Lord of
Misrule” into what would have previously been unthinkable to him. His
details, down to suggesting that the king believes the merchant to be
smuggling out intelligence in empty cider barrels, have the ring of truth to
them despite being pure fabrication. If we read this initial rhetorical
exploit of Jack’s in the context of the tension between Ramistic and traditional theories of persuasion, we see that in this instance Ramus wins. The
virtue of the speaker and the rightness of his cause have no relationship
whatsoever to the efficacy of his story and Wilton clearly revels in his ability to persuade here, regardless of consequences to himself and others. We
couldn’t be given a clearer example of the notion that the efficacy of rhetoric has little relation to the nobility of its purpose.
Jack’s next foray into discourse uses the Ramist tensions as an opportunity to construct a condemnatory theme sermon on the Anabaptists featuring Matthew 11:12 as the central scripture:
When Christ said the kingdome of heaven must suffer violence, hee
meant not the violence of long babling praiers, nor the violence of
tedious inuective Sermons without wit, but the violence of faith,
the violence of good works, the violence of patient suffering. The
ignorant snatch the kingdom of heauen to themselves with greedines, when we with all our learning sinke into hell.23
This is the preamble to a long sermon on the evils of the Anabaptists and,
by extension, all Protestant sects. The sermon makes sense when ascribed
to the quite conservative Nashe, but when ascribed to the somewhat
amoral Jack Wilton (as it clearly is), the sermon rests uneasily as a
polemic and intrusively self-conscious rhetorical act. Are we intended to
assume that Nashe has clumsily dropped his narrator momentarily or are
we to assume that Wilton has a heretofore repressed interest in the tides
of reformation?
The criticism of “tedious, invective sermons without wit” provides a
useful window here, I believe, for Wilton has created some tedious invective himself. He begins by misappropriating the passage from Matthew,
which quite clearly claims, out of Christ’s mouth, that “from the days of
John the Baptist until now [the time of Christ, presumably] the kingdom
23Ibid.,

2:279.
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of heaven suffereth violence, and the violent take it by force” (Matt.
11:12). Christ is marking his own presence as a moment when the violence against the kingdom of heaven is stopped, thus making Wilton’s protestations to need the “violence” of faith and good works seem hollow at
best. The commentary that follows, then, resting as it does on such sandy
ground, not surprisingly washes about unevenly. The sermon fires off a
nice round on the “dim cloud of dissimulation” with which the Anabaptists cover the “glorious sun of the Gospels,” but also meanders into a rant
against the poverty of continental lands prompting the overthrow of the
episcopacy. It finally degenerates completely into a hope, bolstered by
quotation from Ovid, that those who weaken religion be gelded.24
This is silly stuff, and with Nashe’s voice we can laugh at the boldness
of the pamphleteer. Nashe had, in fact, constructed a long sermonic pamphlet of his own, Christ’s Tears, that is likely his least admired work, both
amongst moderns and his contemporaries. In Jack Wilton’s voice, earnestly attempting to gloss the faults of the Anabaptists, the failings of the
sermon are troubling. He has attempted to perform several feats of persuasion and even exegesis; his method has been simply to follow the forms of
his genre, but he has not applied any rigorous logic to his thinking on the
subject. He has voiced opinions that we might presume Nashe to have
held, but the form of presentation has failed to hold them particularly
well. Rhetorical form here has been applied, but without any recourse to
logic—we have sermonic ornamentation without the bare bones “reasons” which Fenner (via Ramus) claims. What Fenner calls “artificial
forms” have been applied here, and uttered in words, but they lack a
coherent “natural reason” beneath them, especially so since Ramistic rhetoric keeps arrangement—sorely needed in this sermon—as a part of logic.
The resultant critique we can see here favors the Ciceronian notion of
the need for more than just eloquent forms. However, since the content is
likely palatable to Nashe, this represents in many ways a noncommittal representation of the difficulties one faces in speaking in Renaissance culture.
His creation, the young blooming rhetor, has some grasp of ornamentation and a knowledge of his subject, but has been unsuccessful in negotiating the competing models available to him for forming the ideas. He has
neither used the Ciceronian method for building arguments, nor has he
adopted the medieval ars praedicandi nor has he used the Ramistic method
of invention and judgment. The confused intellectual environment creates
an out of control whirl in which the sermon fails properly to express its
topic, maintain a convincing style, or even persistently maintain a consistent rhetorical voice. In short, the problems of the sermon are a micro-version of the problems of the entire text of The Unfortunate Traveller.
24Ibid.,

2:232–38.

The Unfortunate Traveller

33

His difficulties with the sermon apparently prompt Nashe and/or
Wilton to further meditate on the nature of discourse in the pages which
follow as Jack immerses himself in Renaissance Europe. We are first urged,
by juxtaposition, to compare the corrupted formal disputation of the university professors with that of the “inkhorne orator” who addresses the
duke. A group of professors have been appointed to praise the duke, but,
failing to surprise anyone who has attended a university graduation, their
presentation lacked “any ostentation of wit” and was laced with so much
Latin that the resultant sycophancy is nearly incomprehensible.25
The next orator whose speech is described in detail is that of “Vanderhulke” the inkhorn orator. “Vanderhulke” was an epithet Nashe used to
describe Gabriel Harvey in a prior work and so we might expect an opportunity here for criticism. Indeed, Vanderhulke is fat, drunken, and possessed of “a sulpherous big swolne large face.” 26 His speech is
inappropriate for the occasion and rambles overmuch. However, it has a
wit lacking in the speech of the professors, particularly in its closing:
Bonie Duke, frolike in our boure, and perswade thy selfe that
euen as garlike hath three properties, to make a man winke,
drinke, and stinke, so we wil winke on thy imperfections, drinke
to thy fauorites, and al thy foes shall stinke before vs. So be it.
Farewell.27
No one would claim a brilliant sort of wit here, but the use of language is
clever and Vanderhulke has used a nice bit of troping at the end to close
up his oration. It may be ridiculous, but the duke finds it entertaining, and
let us not forget that entertaining and flattering the duke were the purposes of the entire Wittenberg pageant.
Nashe, through Jack’s account, has created in the professors and
Vanderhulke exemplas of the dilemma of Ramistic doctrine. The professors, in their use of Latin and its logical terms, perhaps have access to the
logical truths suggested by the method of invention and judgment. However, they completely fail in constructing an oratory useful to their purposes; even the drunken students who follow them in the pageant seem to
have greater eloquence. The “inkhorne orator” Vanderhulke, on the other
hand, seems possessed only of vulgar ornament; there is no “there” there
in his speech. While the Duke does receive him warmly, the text leaves no
doubt as to his inferiority as a character.
The entire opening of Jack’s entrance into Wittenberg serves to suggest the presence of Ramistic doctrine while hinting at an entirely Ciceronian and Quintilian remedy: eloquence could only be restored to the
25Ibid.,
26Ibid.,
27Ibid.,

2:246–47.
2:247.
2:249.
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occasion through reuniting speaker, content, and style. The point is reinforced and expanded in Jack’s assessment of the academics in attendance
upon Luther and Carolostadius during a debate held the following day:
A most vaine thing it is in many vniuersities at this daie, that they
count him excellent eloquent who stealeth not whole phrases but
whole pages out of Tully. If of a number of shreds of his sentences
he can shape an oration, from all the world he carries it awaie,
although in truth it be no more than a fooles coat of many
colours. No inuention or matter haue they of theyr owne, but
tack vp a stile of his stale galymafries.28
The problems of the rhetorical controversies have thus created a sort of
discursive paralysis. The academics noted above cannot even achieve the
artless logic that perhaps the professors of the pageant could achieve, but
instead, faced with either a voiceless dialectic or an empty rhetoric, simply
steal from old authorities.
Midway through the story then, in the face of his own inadequacies as
speaker/thinker and those of others, Wilton offers us an insight into what
he finally feels is most admirable in a user of words. When Petro Aretino,
“Aretine,” aids in his release from jail after being falsely accused of counterfeiting, Jack spends a great deal of time praising his skill with a pen. Not
surprisingly, he first praises his tremendous wit. He then praises his boldness and spirit, claiming that “if out of so base a thing as inke there may
bee extracted a spirite, hee writ with noughte but the spirite of ink.…
[N]o leafe he wrote on but was lyke a burning glasse to set on fire all his
readers.”29 Rather than flattering his countrymen, he goads them, and
“his life he contemned in comparison of the liberty of speech.”30 No
doubt Nashe the brazen pamphleteer—and an avowed admirer of the real
Aretine—is coming through at this point, but Jack seems to have absorbed
the discourse of his time in an almost cynical way. Rather than praising his
careful thought, or good reasons, or his ability to use tropes or ornament
his ideas—all necessary in the Ciceronian and Quintilian tradition—he has
come to admire the rhetoric of shock. The ability to stick barbs in one’s
opponents is the highest measure of a writer’s skill to Jack Wilton. Nashe
employed this skill often as a pamphleteer, but one wonders whether we
should view this uncritically as an assessment of what is admirable in the
rhetoric of his age.
One final type of rhetor figures prominently in Jack’s narration: the
poet. Nashe creates the famed earl of Surrey, obsessed with his true love
Geraldine, as Jack’s master and patron. The portrayal of the poet creates
28Ibid.,
29Ibid.,
30Ibid.,

2:251.
2:264.
2:265.
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several moments when Nashe is clearly satirizing Surrey’s type of poetry
and, probably by extension, most of the poetry being produced in
England during his day. Though lacking quality, the poems are not particularly distinguishable from much Renaissance poetry. As Crewe notes, one
of the “parodic” poems actually appears in a Renaissance anthology of
poems, England’s Parnassus, and not as a farce.31 Nonetheless, Jack seems
to suspect a deficiency in his master’s art, though he hesitates to come
right out and say so. Particularly interesting, in light of the Quintilian
insistence on the rhetor being a good man speaking well, is the way Jack
comes to view Surrey as an ultimately ineffectual man. Wilton critiques
Surrey’s first poem, for instance, composed in the dungeon of Mistress
Tabitha, for being a rather idle pasttime given their dire circumstances,
comparing it to the man who beats the bush while another gets the bird.
Later, composing bon mots based on Ovid as he issues a challenge to the
world, we receive this subtly scathing description of his dress:
His armour was all intermixed with lillyes and roses…his helmet
round proportioned lyke a gardners pot, from which seemed to
issue forth small thrids of water.… Whereby he did import thus
much, that the teares that issued from his braines, as those arteficiall distillations issued from the well counterfeit water-pot on his
head, watered and gaue life to his mistres disdaine (resembled to
nettles and weeds) as increase of glorie to her care-causing beauty
(comprehended vnder the lillies and roses).32
Jack is witnessing his master the poet in quite humiliating garb and, following commentators such as Sidney who have little regard for the English
poetry of the day, Nashe has suggested a fall of the poet from grace as an
effective rhetorician. As Tuve suggests, failing to see the poet as a rhetor
works against the very grain of Renaissance training in the language arts;
thus the denigration of Surrey’s very character is an indictment against
poetry itself as rhetoric.33 Though different spin might be placed upon the
portrayal of Surrey, ultimately I think we must again be drawn to the
Quintilian notion that this poetry is ridiculous because its author is so.
Jack has once again unwittingly implied that perhaps the classical rhetorical theorists are more astute than the Ramists give them credit for.
As Wilton’s story continues, the uses of discourse become increasingly
more toxic and less formalized in conjunction with the decidedly darker
turn of the narrative. Heraclide, for instance, attempts to persuade the
rapist Esdras from his intent by a moving plea to higher authority asking
31Crewe, Unredeemed Rhetoric, 82.
32Nashe, The Unfortunate Traveller, 2:271–72.
33Rosemond Tuve, Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery

cago Press, 1947), 281–83.

(Chicago: University of Chi-
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“is there a power aboue thy power?” The criminal’s response amounts to
a simple “no” and a claim that his luck supersedes the ability of divine retribution to punish him; the brutal rape follows.34 Diamante is raped
during this episode as well and Wilton is paralyzed mostly, it would seem,
by his own lack of courage to aid her. He supposedly believes his door is
guarded during the crimes, but his protestation is unconvincing: “Then
threw I my selfe pensiue againe on my pallet,” he notes, “and darde all the
deuiles in hell, nowe I was alone, to come and fight with mee one after
another in defence of that detestable rape.”35
Nashe is creating a situation in which the power of words to redeem
is almost completely negated by the horrible evil of the bandits. Jack’s useless howls to “all the deuiles in hell” have no more or less force in affecting
the situation than do Heraclide’s. Far from rendering men (or women)
able to contend—as Francis Bacon suggests as rhetoric’s role—words have
an utterly empty force, as empty as Jack sees his own cowardly howling to
be. While Jack may have been able to continue his attempts to become a
rhetor in the relatively optimistic early half of the book, even in the face of
the doubts inserted by Ramist doctrine, the dreadful circumstances of the
latter half lead him to recognize language and its users as mere ornament,
useless in the face of the world’s realities.
The other particularly notable speeches in the text—that of the exiled,
anti-travel Englishman and the venom of Cutwolfe, for instance—have
varying tones but equally impotent results. Jack ignores and strains himself
to escape from the Englishman; the poisonous tale of Cutwolfe is silenced
by the ghastly tortures of the executioner. By the final paragraph, Wilton
has learned that effectual speaking is useless in his world, a demonstration
I believe is part of Nashe’s belief that the doctrine of Ramus erodes the
force of discourse, while the Ciceronian model is too weak to restore its
power. All Jack can say by book’s end is that “unsearchable is the booke of
oure destinies.”36 Cutwolfe’s speech, or rather perhaps its grizzly interruption, leaves no action available except “the straight life,” filled with a
marriage, alms-deeds, and a return to the service of his monarch. Not a
bad life, probably, but certainly not a very rhetorical one for a young man
who begins his tale as a budding rhetor.
Thus Nashe awkwardly resolves the story without actually resolving
the rhetorical dilemmas of his narrator. These dilemmas find their source
deep within the intellectual context of Elizabethan England and, though
Nashe usually seems to favor conservative classical attitudes toward language, those attitudes prove to be as ineffectual as the more revolutionary
Ramistic ones. Stephen Hilliard argues that this sort of paradoxical explo34Ibid., 2:289.
35Ibid., 2:287–88.
36Ibid, 2:327.
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ration is typical of Nashe. Though his work often aggressively defends the
conservative status quo, it cannot help also revealing the limitations
imposed by the social and intellectual order of his times.37 Jack Wilton’s
seeming abandonment of things rhetorical, then, comes from a failure in
his culture to clarify just what it means to use language well. Neither the
Ciceronian tradition nor the Ramistic remedy prove sufficient to satisfy
either Nashe’s talents or those of his young creation.

37Hilliard’s principle thesis, in fact, is that Nashe spends his career tripping over his own
“singularity” as a writer even as he tries to present orthodox intellectual opinions. For
instance, in Summer’s Last Will and Testament, his attempts to discredit Puritans and prop up
the orthodox social order ultimately mock themselves; Singularity of Thomas Nashe, 61.

